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Executive Summary
What are the underlying motivations which may have an effect on voter turnout in
Lexington? In June 2020 the nonprofit organization CivicLex conducted a round of online
surveys of Lexington residents in order to gauge how to increase levels of civic knowledge and
civic participation in Lexington. This project utilized this survey data, Census data, and 2020
election data to study the effects of age, engagement and trust in Lexington-Fayette Urban
County Government, familiarity with their District Councilmember, and education on city
council and presidential turnout.
I created scatterplots to see if there are any correlations between these variables and
turnout in Lexington. The data suggests possible negative correlation between turnout and age,
trust, and race. There may also be positive correlation between turnout and engagement in
LFUCG and familiarity with one’s District Councilmember. The relationship between education
and city council turnout seems to be negative, but looks positively related with presidential
turnout. It is also important to note that the relationships across all 6 variables with city council
turnout seem to be stronger than the relationships with presidential turnout.
There are a few limitations to this capstone project. Data collected through an online
survey may not be generalizable. Additionally, the survey did not ask for individual voting
behavior. I used district-level turnout data and individual-level survey data in this project. The
number of responses gathered from each council district varied widely. For example, District 12
had 8 responses while District 5 had 127 responses. Finally, the survey did not ask respondents
which council district they lived in but did ask which zip code they lived in. To assign each
respondent to a specific council district, I devised a method of assigning zip codes to council
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districts based on the number of voting precincts within each zip code and which council district
seat they vote for.

Literature Review
Previous literature has speculated on many of the reasons motivating voter turnout rates.
Some scholars have focused on the relationship between intangible factors affecting voter
turnout, such as trust in people or trust in government. Knack (1992), states that “voter cynicism
and disillusionment” is one of the most common explanations of declining voter turnout.
However, he suggests that analyses of National Election Survey data do not show a significant
relationship between voter turnout and political cynicism or trust in government. Although NES
data did show a drastic decrease in respondents indicating trust in the government and the belief
that it is run “for the benefit of all the people” around the time following the Watergate scandal.
Unfortunately, there is a knowledge gap in existing literature analyzing the relationship between
trust in government and the political climate at a given time, anecdotal evidence aside.
Schroedel et al. conducted an in-person survey of roughly 1,500 Native Americans in
South Dakota and Nevada in order to analyze the relationship between Native American civic
participation and political trust. They found that Native Americans participate at a much higher
rate in tribal elections than nontribal elections due to respondents’ “high levels of distrust in
nontribal government and voting methods” (Schroedel et al., 2020). They suggest that the
reasoning behind this finding is due to “historical trauma and ongoing discrimination.” While
there is ample research that focuses on differing levels of political trust between minorities and
non-minorities, there is a lack of existing research that analyzes turnout rates as a function of
political trust and demographic variables.
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Another extensively studied factor which affects voter turnout rates is an individual’s age
and level of education. Matsusaka & Palda (1999) states that age and education, among other
variables, “have significant effects on the probability of voting.” Additionally, Knack writes that
National Election Surveys have shown a correlation between increased voter turnout and
respondents whose spouse is college-educated. The average American citizen’s level of
education has increased dramatically over the past several decades while voter turnout rates have
decreased. “Assuming that [the] strength of civic duty has remained constant since 1960..it is
puzzling why civic duty did not strengthen significantly over the period, as would be expected
from the enormous rise in average education of the American citizenry over this period” (Knack,
1992). Miller (1980) suggests that age, education, and income “may be expected to enhance
citizens’ sense of civic obligation” which should result in increased voter turnout.
Finally, electoral competitiveness is another important factor that has played a role in
depressing or increasing voter turnout. Kim et al. (1975) cite V.O. Key’s assertion in his book
Southern Politics (1949) that voter turnout in the general elections in southern states were
historically much lower than the primary elections due to the competitiveness of the elections.
There is a suggestion that competition in the primary elections “was strong, while the general
elections amounted to little more than a publicly required ratification of a previous decision,”
(Kim et al., 1975). The dominance of a single party throughout a specific period has been
associated with lower voter turnout and “a general apathy regarding elections,” (Kim et al.,
1975). Electoral competitiveness, or lack thereof, may not be constrained to a political party’s
dominance in a particular area. Uncontested elections, a race with only one candidate, are
another way to decrease voter turnout stemming from electoral apathy.

Long 6
Fayette County, Kentucky
CivicLex is “a non-profit civic education organization that focuses on bringing daylight
to the issues, policies, and procedures that impact Fayette County, Kentucky. [They] envision a
Lexington in which all residents are able to meaningfully participate in the decisions that shape
where they live.” CivicLex wishes to increase levels of civic education and civic participation in
Lexington, Kentucky among the demographics and geographic areas that currently show low
rates of civic education and civic participation. Unfortunately, levels of civic education and civic
participation in Lexington may not be spread equally across several demographics. The objective
of this capstone project is to serve as a useful tool for CivicLex to decide where and how to
target their civic education and civic participation programs and events.
The population of Lexington, Kentucky as of 2020 was 322,570. Roughly 79.1% of the
population is at least 18 years old, meaning there are approximately 255,613 individuals of
voting age in Lexington. Of these, 249,142 individuals were registered voters in 2020. This
means that 97.5% of the population 18 and older was registered to vote. This is remarkable
considering the US average in November 2020 was 72.7%. It is possible that voter registration is
so high in Lexington because it is home to the University of Kentucky and Transylvania
University. Both of these universities hold public forums and voter registration drives multiple
times per year to drive up civic participation. According to census data, 71% of the population in
Lexington is White alone, 14.6% is Black or African American, 0.2% is American Indian or
Alaska Native alone, 3.8% is Asian alone, 3.8% is two or more races, and 7.2% is Hispanic or
Latino. Additionally, 49% of the population is male, and 51% is female.
There are 12 City Council Districts in Lexington, each representing approximately
27,000 constituents. According to 2020 election results in Fayette County, 152,662 individuals
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voted for a presidential candidate, meaning there was a 61% turnout of registered residents.
However, only 110,367 individuals voted for a District Councilmember, meaning there was a
44% turnout. If the voting-age population is equally distributed across the 12 districts, there
should be an expected voting-age population of 21,357 per district, yet there was an average of
20,761 registered voters per district in 2020. In the 2020 election cycle, an average of 9,168
individuals per district voted for their District Councilmember. Of the 12 District
Councilmember races across Lexington, 8 of the seats were uncontested while 4 of the seats
featured multiple candidates.
The 12 districts in Lexington are demographically distinct. Table 1 details the
population, number of registered voters in 2020, percent of the population that is Black or
African American, percent of the population that is Hispanic or Latinx, city council election
turnout, and presidential election turnout per district in 2020. The districts marked with asterisks
indicate the city council race was uncontested. Additionally, a bar chart shown in Figure 1
details city council and presidential turnout as a percentage of registered voters by council
district in the 2020 election. This data was collected from the Lexington Council Redistricting
Hub, the Kentucky State Board of Elections, and the Fayette County Clerk’s Office.
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Figure 1.
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% Black

%
Hispanic

City
Council
Turnout
(2020)

Presidential
Turnout (2020)

16,723

38.82%

17.15%

41.1%

55.24%

25,558

17,929

26.31%

13.4%

49.36%

71.55%

3

27,612

18,359

6.08%

6.21%

33.27%

40.21%

4*

26,515

21,841

13.06%

7.11%

41.25%

59.78%

5

26,201

23,871

9.35%

5.35%

53.47%

60.31%

6*

26,646

20,977

15.55%

9.21%

40.63%

66.82%

7*

26,773

21,055

17.04%

8.29%

45.52%

66.68%

8

27,830

22,504

20.52%

7.78%

42.09%

51.32%

9

28,226

23,285

3.78%

4.12%

54.37%

68.13%

10*

26,961

23,087

4.28%

5.68%

45.54%

68.55%

11*

26,158

16,434

16.9%

20.38%

37.62%

56.74%

12*

26,727

23,077

7.79%

6.61%

42.57%

65.6%

District

Population
Total

Registered
Voters in
2020

1*

27,363

2*

Table 1.1

1

Population and demographic data derived from Lexington Council Redistricting Hub
Registration and turnout data derived from Kentucky State Board of Elections and Fayette County Clerk’s office
* indicates the City Council race was uncontested
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A glance at these statistics shows that higher concentrations of the Black and Hispanic
population are associated with lower numbers of votes for both the District Council and
Presidential races. It also seems that uncontested elections are associated with lower city council
turnout. It is important to study why this may be the case and determine how to increase turnout
and inspire equitable voting in future elections. There are many groups and organizations in
Lexington that focus on this very issue. This capstone project uses data from and in conjunction
with one of these organizations, CivicLex.
Hypotheses
H0: There is no correlation between voting turnout in the 2020 city council and presidential
elections and survey respondents who reported being less than 40 years old, not knowing their
District Councilmember, not engaging in LFUCG, not trusting LFUCG, being a minority, or not
having a college degree within each Lexington Urban County Council District.
Ha: There is a correlation between voting turnout in the 2020 city council and presidential
elections and survey respondents who reported being less than 40 years old, not knowing their
District Councilmember, not engaging in LFUCG, not trusting LFUCG, being a minority, or not
having a college degree within each Lexington Urban County Council District.
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Research Design
This capstone project utilizes data from online surveys conducted by CivicLex, Census
data, and Fayette County election data. CivicLex conducted surveys alongside the City of
Lexington “to reimagine their processes for public input.” (civiclex.org) There were 1,033
Lexington residents that responded to the public survey. Of these 1,033 respondents, there were
between 811 and 979 responses to the survey questions this capstone utilizes. This previously
collected data is important in answering my research question because they should allow me to
connect demographics (age, race, gender, level of education), zip code, levels of civic
participation, civic knowledge, and political trust to voting turnout in each Council District in
Lexington in the 2020 general election.
In addition to the previously collected survey data from CivicLex and the election data
from the Fayette County Clerk’s Office, I compiled a list of the 286 voting precincts in
Lexington and the Council Districts for which they vote as well as the voter registration statistics
and voting turnout for each precinct.
Then, I created an interactive map using arcgis which layered voting precincts over a map
of the zip codes in Lexington in order to identify in which zip codes each voting precinct is
located (Figure 2). Figure 3 shows a map of the Council Districts in Lexington. Finally, I tallied
the number of precincts within each zip code and for which council district they vote. I assigned
each zip code in Lexington to a specific council district based on which council district the
precincts in each zip code most frequently vote in (Table 2). This process is a simplification that
was necessary due to the gap in the survey data. The survey asked which zip code each
respondent lives in, but not which council district.
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Figure 2.
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Figure 3.
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Zip Code

District

40502

5

40503

10

40504

11

40505

6

40507

3

40508

1

40509

7

40510

12

40511

2

40513

10

40514

9

40515

8

40516

12

40517

4

Table 2.
This capstone used scatterplots to analyze the CivicLex survey data and turnout by
Council District. The following variables were came from the CivicLex survey in addition to the
created variable of Council Districts based on which zip code respondents lived in:
● Do you know who your Lexington Urban County Council Member is?
○ Yes
○ No
● How often would you say that you engage with Lexington’s City Government?
○ I don’t engage at all
○ I don’t engage, but I would be interested in doing so
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○ Sometimes - when something I care about comes up
○ Frequently
● How much of the time do you think you can trust Lexington’s City Government to make
decisions in a fair way?
○ Never
○ Not often
○ Some of the time
○ Always
● Age
● Race
○ African-American or Black
○ Hispanic or Latinx
○ Asian or Pacific Islander
○ Native-American
○ White
○ Other
● What is the highest level of education that you currently hold?
○ Less than a high school diploma
○ Completed high school or obtained GED
○ Some college, but no degree
○ Associate’s Degree
○ Bachelor’s Degree
○ Graduate Degree
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● What zip code do you live in?
● Council District
In order to make the data more manageable, I created age groups for respondents up to
19, in their twenties, thirties, forties, fifties, sixties, and 70 or older. I grouped the responses to
the questions regarding trusting and engaging in LFUCG as binary responses of either trusting
LFUCG or not and engaging in LFUCG or not. I counted respondents as not engaging in
LFUCG if they answered “I don’t engage at all” or “I don’t engage, but I would be interested in
doing so.” I counted respondents as not trusting LFUCG to make decisions in a fair way if they
responded “Never” or “Not often.” Finally, I grouped responses to the question on level of
education as college educated or not college educated based on if they reported having a college
degree. The survey data from CivicLex is at the individual level and did not include any
questions asking about the individual respondent’s voting behavior. Therefore, I was forced to
analyze the individual survey data in conjunction with voting turnout data at the district level.
The only analysis using strictly district-level data shows the relationship between race and
turnout. The results are discussed in the next section.
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Results
There was an average of 936 responses to each of the questions I used from the survey.
The average number of responses from each district was not gathered equally and is detailed in
Table 3 below. Because survey responses were not gathered equally across Council Districts, I
found it appropriate to use percentages of answers to each question. Percentages of responses
within each district of individuals that reported being less than 40 years old, not knowing their
Lexington Urban County Council Member, not engaging in Lexington’s City Government, not
trusting Lexington’s City Government to make decisions fairly, or not being college educated are
shown below in Table 3. Additionally, there is a column indicating the percentage of responses
for respondents of the survey of Lexington-Fayette as a whole and a row indicating the average
number of responses from each district.
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Responses by Council District and Survey Averages

n=

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

Survey
Average

114

89

17

82

127

115

68

79

27

114

96

8

936

39%

53%

41% 36% 53% 38% 37% 29% 23% 37%

57%

40%

Less than 40
55%
y/o
Does not
know
Council
member

42%

48%

18%

53% 25% 44% 63% 48% 64% 26% 39%

38%

41%

Does not
Engage in
LFUCG

48%

54%

35%

58% 32% 41% 57% 53% 61% 37% 41%

0%

45%

Does not
Trust
LFUCG

25%

12%

31%

18% 10% 25% 23%

15% 13%

57%

18%

Not College
Educated

30%

25%

6%

25% 16% 40% 18% 19% 18% 11% 32%

25%

24%

Turnout
City
Council
20202

41.1%

6%

9%

49.36 33.27 41.25 53.47 40.63 45.52 42.09 54.37 45.54 37.62 42.57
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%

43.98%

Turnout
55.24 71.55 40.21 59.78 60.31 66.82 66.68 51.32 68.13 68.55 56.74 65.6
Presidential
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
%
20202

60.84%

Table 3.

2

Turnout for the City Council and Presidential elections were gathered from the Fayette County Clerk’s Office and
not from the survey data. Individual turnout data was not utilized in this survey.
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The scatterplots below show the relationships between city council and presidential
turnout in the 2020 elections and responses to the survey questions of age, familiarity with their
Councilmember, engagement and trust in LFUCG, and level of education. The data for race by
council district used in the scatterplots below came from the Lexington Redistricting Hub, as
detailed in Table 1. The trendlines on these scatterplots indicate whether there is negative,
positive, or no correlation between turnout and the variables listed on the x-axes. Scatterplots
featuring a downward sloping trendline mean a negative correlation between the variables. In
other words, as the variable on the x-axis increases, the variable on the y-axis decreases.
Conversely, scatterplots featuring an upward sloping trendline indicate a positive correlation.
This means as the variable on the x-axis increases, the variable on the y-axis increases. Finally, a
flat or nearly flat trendline indicates little or no correlation between the variables. Data from
District 12 is not included in the scatterplots because there were only 8 observations. Dropping
these data from the scatterplot minimizes skewed results.

Long 20

Figure 4.

Figure 5.
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Figure 6.

Figure 7.
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Figure 8.

Figure 9.
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Figure 10.

Figure 11.

Long 24

Figure 12.

Figure 13.
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Figure 14.

Figure 15.
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Figures 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9 suggest a negative correlation between age, race, and trust in
LFUCG and turnout rates in the 2020 city council and presidential elections. Districts with
higher concentrations of individuals being under 40 years old, being a minority, or not trusting
LFUCG suggest lower turnout rates. However, the trendlines in figures 9 and 7 are nearly flat
enough that the correlation is negligible.
Figures 10, 11, 12, and 13 suggest a positive correlation between engagement in LFUCG
and familiarity with their District Councilmember and turnout rates in the 2020 city council and
presidential elections. Districts with higher concentrations of individuals not engaging in
LFUCG and not knowing their District Councilmember suggest higher turnout rates. The
trendlines in figures 10 and 11 are nearly flat enough that the correlation is negligible.
Figure 14 suggests a small negative correlation between education and city council
turnout. Figure 15 shows a positive correlation between education and presidential turnout.
Districts with higher concentrations of individuals not having a college degree suggest a weak
association with lower city council turnout rates, while suggesting a stronger association with
higher presidential turnout rates.
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Discussion
The scatterplots above show that districts with higher percentages of younger individuals,
minorities, and those who do not trust LFUCG are associated with lower turnout rates. Districts
with higher percentages of individuals who do not engage in LFUCG or those who are
unfamiliar with their District Councilmember are associated with higher turnout rates. The effect
of having a college degree on turnout shows conflicting effects. There is a negative correlation
between education and city council turnout, and a positive correlation with the presidential
turnout.
Much of these findings may be unreliable due to data limitations. The scatterplots
showing the relationship between race and turnout are the most useful because all of the data is
at an aggregate level. The survey respondents did not accurately represent the population, which
weakens the strength of the analysis for the other variables. One of the steps taken in this project
to combat skewed results due to flawed data is excluding data from District 12 in the scatterplots.
There were only 8 observations from individuals in District 12. This district is the outermost
district which encompasses almost an entirely rural area. Individuals who live in this district may
be hard to reach through an online survey or may not be inclined to take such a survey in the first
place.
However, this project provides a blueprint for how future surveys may be improved. It
would be beneficial for other studies in the future that use better data. I would advise future
researchers to stress the importance of collecting data including individual-level voting behavior
from a sample that reflects the population.
This research did provide some useful information. An interesting finding is the
difference in the strength of the relationships across the variables between city council and
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presidential turnout. Presidential turnout in Lexington in 2020 was 17% higher than city council
turnout. However, all 6 variables and presidential turnout were found to have much flatter
trendlines, and, therefore, much weaker associations. This would indicate that presidential
turnout is not as susceptible to factors such as age, race, education, engagement, trust, or
familiarity with local government. Participation in local elections, on the other hand, seem to be
more susceptible to these factors.
The Lexington-Fayette Urban County Government has 12 District Councilmembers who
serve 2-year terms. Since 2014, there have been 48 races for District Council seats featuring 4
minority candidates successfully winning and only one minority Councilmember who is
currently serving District 1. Keeping in mind that 71% of the population in Lexington is reported
to be White and 92% of District Councilmembers in Lexington since 2014 are White, it is
possible that the lack of descriptive representation in the local government could be a factor in
lowering motivation for minority participation. A lack of descriptive representation may also
result in minority populations exhibiting lower levels of trust in their government.
This information provides value in that it may allow LFUCG and organizations such as
CivicLex to understand some of the underlying motivations which may depress voter turnout in
Lexington. This research suggests that districts with higher concentrations of minorities are
associated with lower turnout rates. Increasing the number of programs focused on outreach to
minority populations may increase motivation for minority populations to turnout. It is also
interesting to note that the districts with the highest percentages of minorities are Districts 1, 2,
and 11. The city council races in these 3 districts were uncontested and featured some of the
lowest city council turnout rates. Inspiring minorities to run for office may also increase turn out
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for local elections by focusing on increasing descriptive representation and electoral
competitiveness.
Another interesting finding from this research is the steep negative slopes that are shown
in the scatterplots for age and turnout. While these findings can’t be considered statistically
infallible, they are nonetheless interesting. Districts 1 and 3 seem to have some of the highest
concentrations of younger individuals as well as some of the lowest turnout rates for both city
council and presidential elections. District 3 includes the University of Kentucky and District 1
includes Transylvania University. This indicates college students are not turning out. They may
be voting absentee or voting in their hometown. Programs and events which teach college
students how they’re affected by local government and the importance of voting where they
spend most of their time may increase turnout.
The scatterplots showing trust and turnout also show a steep negative slope. Districts 1
and 3 show some of the highest concentrations of individuals who do not trust LFUCG to make
decisions fairly. Again, these are areas that are predominantly college students. Thus, underlying
the importance for implementing programs and events targeting college students to increase civic
participation and civic trust.
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Limitations
Unfortunately, there are significant limitations in this study. First and foremost,“Online
surveys commonly suffer from two serious methodological limitations: the population to which
they are distributed cannot be described, and respondents with biases may select themselves into
the sample. Research is of value only when the findings from a sample can be generalized to a
meaningful population.” (Andrade 2020) The respondents of this survey were not chosen at
random, and may inherently contain biases because the respondents sought out and chose to
respond to the survey in the first place. The results cannot be accurately applied to the population
of Lexington due to the sample not being representative of the population as a whole.
Additionally, the survey itself was missing many questions that could have significantly
helped this research project. The survey did not ask respondents which precinct they vote in,
where they go to vote, or which council district they live in. Many council districts in Lexington
represent multiple zip codes, and zip codes may also be split into multiple council districts. I was
forced to assign zip codes to one singular council district based on the frequency of precincts
each council district has within each zip code. Therefore, much of the individual-level data was
likely skewed to council districts in which they may not necessarily vote based on their answer to
the zip code question.
Another question which would have helped this project significantly would have been to
ask about the voting behavior of each respondent, ie. whether they vote in city council or
presidential elections. This project attempted to use individual-level data to describe district-level
trends.
This research could also have been more useful by including more than one election
cycle. I was only able to analyze 2020 election data, but with more time I could have included a
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few more election cycles. This would have allowed for additional variables to be included such
as turnout in non-presidential election years. It is well-documented that presidential election
years increase turnout. Future research could benefit from studying multiple election cycles in
order to analyze the difference in turnout in local elections when voters are not already at the
polls to vote for a president. This project can also be useful for future research if used as a
blueprint for conducting another round of surveys in the future. If I were able to have specifically
surveyed individuals in order to obtain a representative sample of the population of Lexington,
collect data for individual voting behavior, and ask more questions which more closely
resembled the necessary variables to answer my research question, this project could have had
much stronger results.
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